Woman C.P.A.
Volume 47

Issue 4

Article 2

10-1985

Corporate Culture in Accounting Firms: Its Unrecognized Impact
Carole Cheatham
Michael C. Giallourakis

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/wcpa
Part of the Accounting Commons, and the Women's Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Cheatham, Carole and Giallourakis, Michael C. (1985) "Corporate Culture in Accounting Firms: Its
Unrecognized Impact," Woman C.P.A.: Vol. 47 : Iss. 4 , Article 2.
Available at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/wcpa/vol47/iss4/2

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Archival Digital Accounting Collection at eGrove. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Woman C.P.A. by an authorized editor of eGrove. For more information, please
contact egrove@olemiss.edu.

Corporate Culture
in Accounting
Firms
Its Unrecognized Impact

and low prices (“we will not be under
sold’’). A typical value in accounting
firms is that all accountants hired
should strive to be partners at some
time in the future. This is another way
of saying that there is an established
pattern of promotion from within, and
those hired should be ambitious
enough to aim for the partner level.
A strong value structure is usually an
asset to the firm, providing goals and
a means of coordination of efforts.
However, a strong value structure can
be detrimental if it does not allow for
change when business conditions war
rant. One of AT&T’s long standing
values has been universal service—
no farm was too remote to connect to
the Bell System. Such values are less
appropriate in a deregulated environ
ment and one wonders how Ma Bell (or
what is left of her) will adapt [Tunstall,
1983].

Rites and Rituals

By Carole Cheatham and Michael C. Giallourakis

Corporate culture is having an im
portant, but largely unrecognized im
pact on accounting firms. Just as
ethnic groups and geographic regions
have their own unique cultures, so do
workplace environments. Failure to
understand corporate culture can be
disastrous to the career of an in
dividual. To the firm as a whole, ignor
ing the significance of corporate
culture can mean barriers to com
munication, lack of coordination, and
an inability to change with changing
conditions.
Corporate culture or, more broadly,
organizational culture has been de
fined as an “interrelated set of beliefs,
shared by most of the (organization’s)
members, about how people should
behave at work and what tasks and
goals are important’’ [Baker, 1980].
Organizational culture includes the
rites and rituals associated with work,
the myths, the heroes, and the value
structure. Organizational cultures can
be staid and conservative; they can be
loose and risk-taking. Organizational
cultures can be well-defined or they
can be diffused and difficult to
recognize. In short, organizational
culture is a paradigm or explanation for
what goes on in a firm. Understanding
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the model helps a great deal in
understanding behavior.
Accounting firms are people firms.
They do not sell a product, but rather
sell a group of services performed by
people. Prospective firm members are
carefully selected; the brightest and
most promising are encouraged to re
main in the firm, and their careers are
fostered through training and selective
assignments. With all the emphasis on
people, there is a strong impetus
toward a vigorous and thriving cor
porate culture in accounting firms.
Understanding and using that culture
can be beneficial for an individual or
for the firm as a whole as managers
and partners choose to use it.

Values and Beliefs
At the very heart of corporate culture
is its values and beliefs. Values and
beliefs are the basis for the actions that
take place in the organization setting.
Some value systems are wellenunciated; some are less evident but
still have an impact on day-to-day
behavior. Values include dedication to
quality (keeping the Maytag repairman
lonesome), research (“progress is our
most important product’’), growth
(“over one billion hamburgers sold’’),

An important part of corporate
culture is its rites and rituals. These are
the visible manifestations of the
culture, reaffirming its existence and
strength. Rites and rituals can be for
mal, planned events such as the com
pany picnic, the sales meeting, or the
education program. They can also be
informal such as gathering around the
coffee pot, going to lunch at a par
ticular spot, or having an after-work
drink with co-workers. Rites and rituals
strengthen the ties that bind the group
into a cohesive whole. Admission to
the rites and rituals usually signals ac
ceptance into the group of a new
employee.
The influx of women in accounting
firms in the last fifteen years or so has
caused an impact on their rites and
rituals. At first, men felt awkward (or
resistant) to admitting women to what
previously were all-male rituals, and
women felt awkward in accepting ad
mittance. There were no established
codes of behavior, leaving everyone to
wonder what was appropriate. In a re
cent Journal of Accountancy article,
Shirley Dahl and Karen Hooks cite the
lack of guidelines in such simple areas
as, “who carries the audit bag and
when, or if, to join a group of peers for
lunch or a drink” [Dahl and Hooks,
1984]. Fifteen years ago there were not
even any norms for how women
should dress. In a profession
dominated by charcoal-gray suits, a
flowered dress stuck out like a sore

thumb. It was not until John Molloy
established the skirted suit with blouse
as the standard that women had any
kind of working uniform [Molloy, 1977].
Although it may cause some old timers
to cringe, it is not unusual today to see
ads for what the pregnant CPA is
wearing.1 The rites and rituals of ac
counting firms have adjusted (although
not completely) to the influx of women.

days, the stories that tend to endure
in accounting firms pertain to rapid ad
vancement (everybody tries to make
partner), performing huge amounts of
work in a short time or under harsh
conditions (hard work ethic), or similar
incidents that illustrate the firms’
values.

Heroes and Myths

The Business Environment
Deal and Kennedy have classified
business environments into four basic
categories according to the degree of
risk and the speed of feedback on
whether strategies are successful. The
high risk, quick feedback type of
culture is referred to as the tough-guy,
macho culture. Low risk, quick feed
back cultures are characterized as
work hard/play hard cultures. High
risk, slow feedback environments
breed bet-your-company cultures, and
low risk, slow feedback result in a pro
cess culture.
Although Deal and Kennedy would
probably place accounting firms in the
slower process culture, the work
hard/play hard mode seems to fit most
accounting firms better. Generally
speaking, the financial stakes
associated with any one decision are
low and there is relatively quick feed
back concerning the success or failure
of a job. Working hard even into over
time hours is the norm, and playing
hard is also considered a virtue. The
publications for the staffs of accoun
ting firms tend to glorify and
perpetuate the work hard/play hard
ethic. For example, a recent issue of
Ernst and Whinney’s E & W People
features articles on audit work for the
Indianapolis 500 and the Olympics
(work hard). The publication also
features articles on an audit supervisor
who is also a marathon swimmer, a
senior accountant who is a weekend
road racer, and several E & W teams
and individuals who compete as run
ners (play hard) [Winter, 1984-1985].
The four types of culture are, of
course, only models; and no one firm
or office fits any type exactly. Many ac
counting firms have elements of the
tough-guy, macho culture, the process
culture, and even the bet-yourcompany culture at times. Progress in
the firm requires a sensitivity to the
kind of culture present. Transferring
from a work hard/play hard office to a
tough-guy, macho office may call for
a more aggressive posture. Transfer

In the propagation of corporate
culture, it is desirable that heroes arise
and that myths or legends be told
about their deeds. Just as the knights
of old went forth to slay their dragons,
so the heroes of the corporate culture
perform the deeds that capture the im
agination of their fellow workers.
Terrence Deal and Allan Kennedy
begin their book, Corporate Culture,
with a story about S.C. Allyn, a retired
chairman of the board of National
Cash Register Corporation. In August
1945 Allyn was one of the first allied
civilians to enter Germany. He went to
Germany to find out what had hap
pened to an NCR factory there. When
he arrived at the factory, he found two
NCR employees cleaning out the rub
ble from what was left of the factory.
Upon seeing Allyn for the first time in
six years, the two employees ex
claimed, “We knew you’d come.”
Allyn joined the two employees in try
ing to get the factory back in shape. A
few days later a tank drove up and a
Gl got out. The grinning Gl said “Hi.
I’m NCR, Omaha. Did you guys make
your quota this month?” [1982, pp.
3-4]. The story illustrates the hard driv
ing, sales-oriented culture of NCR as
well as the company’s concern for its
people and vice versa.
The most enduring heroes and
legends illustrate the basic values of
the firm. Although the story of a wild
weekend may bear retelling a few

Successful companies tend
to have strong corporate
cultures which furnish a
value structure and a code
behavior for their people.

Understanding the culture
of the organization you
work for can contribute a
great deal toward your job
satisfaction and advance
ment.

ring to a process type office or assign
ment may require a more passive
approach.

Using Corporate Culture
Skillful use of the corporate culture
can make the difference between get
ting a promotion or not, or even the dif
ference between staying with the firm
or not. Adapting to the culture can
mean a lot toward a happy work situa
tion. Someone who is aware of the fact
that a corporate culture exists is pro
bably ahead of those who do not
recognize it is an important element to
deal with. However, to skillfully use a
corporate culture requires identifica
tion of its characteristics.
The first step is to decide where your
firms fits in the tough guy, macho to
process culture range. Although most
accounting firms are work hard/play
hard cultures, there are variations. The
proper amount of assertiveness needs
to be matched to the culture. The sec
ond step in evaluating your culture is
to determine its values such as
“everyone should try to make part
ner.” Are there other values, such as
“always try to keep the client happy,”
or “do quality work even if it takes
longer?” The values furnish the basis
for all behavior. Violating the values
will get you into trouble fast. Thirdly,
the employee should observe the rites
and rituals. Codes of behavior such as
who addresses who by their first name,
what is proper dress, who drinks cof
fee together, where do people go to
lunch and with whom, etc., are all
essential elements in the corporate
culture. Beyond determining the types,
values, and rites and rituals of the
culture, heroes and story tellers should
be identified. Heroes may be the real
decision makers in a firm, and
storytellers may be more important to
the communication process than
memos or phone calls.
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Managing Cultural Change
Strong cultural values may give a
firm a sense of purpose or direction
and may keep the efforts of its people
coordinated in striving toward common
goals. However, strong cultural values
may be detrimental when there is need
for change and organizational culture
is a hindrance to alteration. Change
often becomes necessary when
business conditions vary or when the
larger culture of society alters. Ex
amples of changing business condi
tions would include deregulation of the
airline industry or the breaking up of
AT&T. Society changes would include
new views on minority groups, women,
and family life. When a firm does not
change with the external culture, it
becomes out of sync and loses touch
with its environment. In a process
culture, this condition may last in
definitely, particularly in not-for-profit
organizations. In a high risk macho or
bet-your-company culture, the inabili
ty to adapt may prove fatal to the firm
in a short period of time.
Managing corporate change is a
tricky business indeed and should not
be attempted for capricious reasons.
In fact, it is doubtful if change can be
effected at all except where there ap
pears to be a good reason for change.
Most people will not allow their cultural
environment to be recast for trivial

reasons. Beyond this, it is well to iden
tify which elements of the culture
should change and which should re
main. No culture is all bad. Those who
have operated in process cultures get
used to the phrase “but we’ve always
done it that way.” Although it is
frustrating to deal with such a mind
set, it is well to remember that
sometimes there are reasons why
something is done a particular way.
Often times it is better to explore the
reasons rather than rush headlong in
to change.
Once desirable corporate ad
justments are agreed upon, the pro
cess needs to be top-down. A top level
commitment to cultural change is
necessary, followed by a similar com
mitment by middle management. In
deed, managing change may mean
changing management—bringing in a
new top level team, recruiting
managers of a different type, etc. Then
the change must be made by revising
the values and the rites and rituals.
Communicating these changes and
the reasons for them is crucial to the
process. People must be convinced
that change is necessary and must be
made aware of what is expected. Final
ly, cultural change takes time. Some
organizational cultures have been
building for years. It is unreasonable
to expect them to change overnight.

Implications for Accounting
Firms

Carole Cheatham, CPA, Ph.D., is
professor of accounting at Mississippi
State University. She is a member of
the AICPA, the AWSCPA, NAA and
AAA. She hasserved on the AICPA’s
Cost Accounting Standards Board
Liaison Committee and is the author of
a textbook and articles in various pro
fessional journals.
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Partners and managers in accoun
ting firms need to be aware of the
significance of organizational culture
and to realize that cultural change may
be necessary when external conditions
alter. The adjustment problems
necessitated by the addition of women
to previously all-male firms have
already been discussed. Further
changes to fully accept women and
minorities at the partnership level will
continue to be necessary.
Other challenges to accounting
firms include the need to adopt a more
aggressive posture as advertising and
promotion of accounting services
becomes more common in the
business environment. For some small
firms bidding for the business of large
clients, this may even approach the
high-risk bet-your-company culture.
The popularity of new workplace
techniques in the business world may
also have an impact on the culture of
accounting firms. Techniques like flex

time and job sharing mean that the
particular group working together at
any one time is more variable. The
trend towards working at home may
mean a less defined culture. Interac
tion with computers may mean less in
teraction between people.
As a long term trend, Deal and Ken
nedy see an “atomized” organization
structure with work units of ten to twen
ty persons working in a decentralized
location for most types of businesses.
It is not too difficult to see accounting
firms in such a structure. Indeed, it is
the way audit and management ser
vice engagements are already con
ducted. Another characteristic that
they see for the atomized organization
is that these work groups may bid on
engagements proposed by the home
office. Deal and Kennedy also see
franchising as a trend accompanying
the atomized organization. One can
visualize that the accounting firms of
the future could expand by this method
rather than buying out or merging with
other firms. Although it is difficult to
see the Arthur Andersen doors becom
ing as common as McDonald’s arches,
franchising may be the wave of the
future.
Corporate culture will need to be the
cohesive force behind the atomized
organization of the future to keep their
decentralized components working
together towards common goals.

Michael C. Giallourakis is associate
professor of management at Mississip
pi State University. Dr. Giallourakis
received his Ph.D. from Indiana Univer
sity. His articles have appeared in
various journals.

Although the structure may be loose,
the culture can be close knit just as it
is today in companies such as Mary
Kay Cosmetics or McDonalds.
Whatever the future holds, the trends
are exciting and organizational culture
is sure to play a role.

Summary
Organizational culture is the set of
shared beliefs of people in a work en
vironment concerning how they should
behave and what goals and tasks are
important. The heart of a corporate
culture is its values and beliefs. These
values and beliefs determine the rites
and rituals of every day behavior as
well as the heroes and myths.
Corporate cultures run the gamut
from the staid, slow-changing process
culture to the tough-guy, macho
culture. Using the corporate culture
necessitates identifying the type of
culture and its elements. Managing
cultural change can be a difficult pro
cess which requires planning and
patience.
Changes in society and the business
environment have forced accounting
firms to adapt their cultures to the in
flux of women and minorities and to
take steps to adjust to a more per
missive attitude toward advertising and
promotion activities. Further changes
may be necessary as organizations in
general become more fragmented and
decentralized. Ω

NOTES
1For example see Mothers Work adver
tisements in The Woman CPA.

Standing apart in
financial service and
career futures.
That’s
Merrill Lynch.

The higher your expectations as an investor, the more
you need one of our expertly trained Account Ex
ecutives to guide you.
The higher your expectations as a securities analyst,
computer programmer, commodity expert, investment
banker or trader or stock broker, or manager, the better
we look as a career investment vehicle.
As the premier investment-based financial services
company, Merrill Lynch offers training programs that
are famous for helping turn very large potentials into
very large performances.
Either way, as investor or as ambitious candidate, a
good way to exceed your objectives is to call your local
Merrill Lynch office. Merrill Lynch is an Equal Employ
ment Opportunity Employer.
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